Introduction
In recent years, the social and legal norms disciplining gender and sexuality have been a prime terrain for political struggles. There have been some notable successes, such as the wave of legal reforms which have enshrined the rights of same-sex couples to enter into different types of intimate unions -albeit in different forms and with different rights in different countries. Other forms of gender-based discrimination, however, remain widespread, attesting to the persistence of the norms which organise social relationships into power-laden hierarchies. In particular, mainstream media have recurrently, albeit selectively, highlighted cases of sexual abuse and harassment in which its protagonists were mainly men in powerful positions demanding, expecting, and/or forcing sex in 'exchange' for access to economic assets they controlled.
At the time of writing this Introduction, in fact, a new sexual scandal erupted following a report in the New York Times, which provoked a wave of accusations of sexual harassment and rape against the successful Hollywood film producer, Harvey Weinstein. As the Contexts and Debates discussion by Andrea Hajek opening this special issue will highlight, in Italy, by contrast, the echoes of this rebellion against sexual violence have taken a peculiarly nationalist and chauvinist turn. Among the first accusers of Weinstein, in fact, was the Italian actress Asia Argento. In contrast to the way in which other actresses were treated in the (international) press, in Italy Argento received much criticism, and only very few voices have dared to question the gendered relations of power that make this form of sexual abuse both possible and widespread. 1 In fact, victim blaming and 'slut shaming' occur regularly in Italian society, in diverse work settings and geographical locations, online as well as offline -as the contribution of Mainardi in this special issue will discuss. Particularly illustrative is the case of a 13-year-old girl who was raped over a two-year period by a group of young men from her home town. Among the reasons for the delayed denunciation of the abuse was the powerful position of some of her abusers, who included the son of a local carabiniere. More importantly, when the girl eventually found the courage to report them, many people -especially in her home town -failed to empathise with her ordeal, expressing judgements best summarised by the town's mayor: 'Quella se l'è andata a cercare' ('she brought it upon herself').
2 Another infamous case that tragically epitomises the *Emails: elena_zambelli@soas.ac.uk; arianna.mainardi@gmail.com; andreahajek@gmail.com breadth and depth of these gendered judgements and stereotypes and their effects on women's lives, is that of the reversal in the Court of Appeal of the sentence against seven young men accused of having raped a young woman: the ruling stated that the verdict had been overly dependent on the alleged unreliability of the accuser, due to her supposedly 'uninhibited' sexual conduct.
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These examples show that, rather than questioning the social norm according to which men naturally are, and ought to be, sexual predators, in Italy there remains a strong belief that it is women who should cope with this problem by choosing whether to constrain their mobility and freedoms, or to face the pain that life might throw at them. As Gail Pheterson aptly illustrated, in fact, the 'whore stigma' does not only label women who sell sex for money in different forms and spaces, but also women who go 'out at night alone, on dark streets, dressed to attract male desire ' (1993, 46) . This gendered judgement is further rooted in the contemporary neoliberal emphasis on individual choice and responsibility, to which we briefly refer later. As several of the contributors to this special issue demonstrate, in contemporary Italy the whore stigma remains a powerful and widespread disciplinary technology (Foucault 1977) , which contributes to the creation of 'Woman' as a subject, positioned along the male-defined 'good/bad woman' binary. Mainstream media reports and social media commentaries on cases of male sexual violence against women and girls, for example, constitute endless variations within the same interpretative frame.
The way in which Asia Argento has been pilloried, while her male abuser is let off the hook, finds many echoes in Italy's recent history. In particular, it replicates the ways in which the media framed the sexual scandals surrounding the last years of Silvio Berlusconi's premiership (Dominijanni 2014) . At that time, it was not the im/propriety of his sexual conduct as a politician and as a private citizen that was the subject of public scrutiny, but rather the im/morality of the women who opted to use -in different ways, spaces and forms -their heterosexual desirability for personal gain. Such cases, then, offer what we consider a compelling prompt for the discussion of sexual freedom at a time when critical battles for self-determination in matters of sexuality and gender have been only partially won, as the contributors to this special issue will show. In order to better understand the current state of affairs as well as contemporary reactions to the achievements of feminism in these areas, we first provide a brief historical overview of the struggles around sexual freedom and self-determination since the 1960s.
Feminist battles for sexual self-determination in postwar Italy
It is, in fact, with the rise of a new feminist movement in Italy, in the second half of the 1960s, that the 'personal becomes political', and sexual self-determination becomes a prime political goal. Although early feminists fought for women's equality and rights (for example maternity rights), they were restrained by conservative attitudes about sexuality, the firm belief in women's primarily role as mothers, and the 'pressure' of respectability (Willson 2010, 40; 42) . In a similar vein, postwar women's associationism and political activism engaged with issues pertaining more to emancipation, welfare and working rights, than to sexuality or reproductive rights (Hajek 2018) . Nevertheless, in the 1950s and 1960s the boundaries between private and public were slowly beginning to dissolve and, although sexuality for women was still bound to marriage, it was very much a period of transition (Willson 2010, 126) . Think, for example, of the publication of Gabriella Parca's bestselling book Le italiane si confessano (1959), which revealed the anxieties and desires regarding sexual norms of many Italian women at the time (Morris 2006) . 4 Similarly, trials such as that of Franca Viola who, instead of accepting reparatory marriage, denounced her rapist and won the case, or scandals involving celebrities (Haworth 2017) , all helped bring traditionally private matters into the public arena.
Towards the end of the 1960s and throughout the 1970s, new approaches to sexuality and reproduction developed. This happened partially in response to the postwar feminist politics of emancipation, deemed insufficient and inappropriate for a true liberation of women by the new feminist movement, 5 and partially in concurrence with the rejection of the traditional family model and the idea of sexual liberation so commonly associated with the 1968 experience. At the same time though, the 1968 movement proved a limitation for women as it reproduced gender stereotypes and discrimination, opening women's eyes to the widespread nature of sexism and disparity among the sexes even within the radical left (Hajek 2018) . It is in this context that the Italian women's movement developed new theories and practices focusing on the body, sexuality and sexual health, encouraged also by transnational connections with feminists from France and the USA in particular.
The influence of French feminism can be located in the importance given to women's sexual difference and the body as a point of departure for the understanding of women's sexuality. Thus during a series of international encounters in France and Italy, Italian feminists were deeply affected by the experience of living in women-only communities and experimenting with homosexual relations (Lussana 2012, 75; Hajek 2018) . But the new sensibility towards sexuality that Italian feminism developed in this period was also very much concerned with the assertion of female pleasure, with the 'discovery' of the 'clitoridean' -as opposed to 'vaginal' -orgasm, most famously described in Carla Lonzi's classic text, La donna clitoridea e la donna vaginale (1971). Thus female pleasure was separated from the reproductive act: 'The claim to a clitoridean orgasm gave women a sense of challenge, of taking possession of sexual pleasure not linked exclusively to procreation' (Giachetti 2005, 97) .
Feminists also adopted the so-called self-help practices introduced to Italy by American women, which responded to a desire to take back control over one's body through knowledge. Self-help is the physical self-examination that women's groups in the USA began practising in response to the failure of the medical profession to meet women's needs, and by way of sharing experiences and knowledge among women. In 1972 and 1973, two leading figures of the Los Angeles Feminist Women's Health Center performed a series of visual demonstrations of self-help organised in Rome (Stelliferi 2015) . Our Bodies, Ourselves, the famous women's health manual published by the Boston Women's Health Book Collective and translated into Italian in 1974, further contributed to the diffusion of self-help practices in Italy, which nourished the development of autocoscienza (self-awareness) that Italian feminists promoted as a practice aiming to transcend the male-defined boundaries of their subjectivities and experiences (Sanchez and Sevillano, 2006) . As such, self-help practices contributed to the 'formation, sexual education and the presa di coscienza of an entire generation of women' (Stelliferi 2015, 41) .
The battle to regain control over and knowledge of women's bodies also reverberated in the creation of alternative medicine groups; in the setting up of self-managed consultori (women's health centres); 6 and in the search for alternative forms of giving birth, again inspired by international publications such as Frédéric Leboyer's Birth without Violence (1975) . In the second half of the 1970s, this battle became more visible and public, for example in the mass mobilisation for legal abortion co-ordinated by the Comitato romano per la liberalizzazione dell'aborto e della contraccezione (Lussana 2012, 72) . In the same period the so-called Circeo massacre and the subsequent trial, fuelled further feminist actions in the public sphere, such as the 'reclaim the night' marches and attempts to change legislation. 7 For example, the popular initiative bill that was presented to parliament in 1980 to redefine rape as a crime against the person and not against morality obtained 300,000 signatures (Willson 2010, 163) -although the battle to approve it was only won in 1996. 8 Nevertheless, important legal reforms were made throughout the 1970s, in particular with regard to the separation between sexuality, reproduction and the family. In 1970, for example, divorce was legalised, and the great defeat of the Christian Democrats in the abrogative referendum of 1974, when nearly 60 per cent of Italians voted to retain the divorce law, shows just how society had changed. 9 It also demonstrates that, although the feminist battles revolved around private and intimate issues, they were considered in all senses a political battle, 'a way of liberating female sexuality from the bridles of patriarchy' (Stelliferi 2015, 42) . Sexuality, then, was without doubt one of the arenas in which the feminist movement was most successful in this decade.
At the same time, however, feminist struggles for self-determination in the area of sexuality and reproductive rights proved highly problematic and, as Maud Bracke has argued (2014, 215), too much of a challenge to patriarchy. Consequently the state tried to regain control over women's bodies, a process which started in the same years that some of the most important feminist battles for self-determination were won. Thus, following the 1975 law on the consultori, most of the self-managed, feminist women's health centres closed down. Similarly, the legalisation of abortion -in 1978 -was limited by important restrictions such as the conscientious objection of doctors, the percentage of which is still one of the highest in Europe. 10 Feminism became further institutionalised in the 1980s, with the spread of equal-opportunities politics and academic feminism, while radical and autonomous forms of feminism struggled to survive. Theories of sexual difference began to circulate in feminist circles: they proclaimed a difference manifested in the sexed bodies of women, and the existence of a 'symbolic mother' in contrast to the symbolic male patriarchal order. As Cossutta's contribution in this special issue illustrates, this focus on the maternal figure, and on women's bodies considered by definition in relation to motherhood, has given voice to critical positions -in more recent times -on surrogacy practices, in particular in the context of the debate on the civil-unions law and stepchild adoption.
A second issue relating to sexual self-determination that has proved, and remains, highly contested in feminist circles, is the meaning of women's use of their bodies and sexuality in exchange for money and power. Since the late 1970s, feminist activists and scholars in several Western countries have been engaged in the so-called 'sex wars' (Chapkis 1997) , wherein prostitution has functioned as a trope to discuss the meaning of, and the means to pursue, women's liberation. One side in this highly polarised debate -generally those labelled 'radical feminists' -posits that prostitution is an 'integral part of patriarchal capitalism' (Pateman 1988, 189) and the 'cornerstone' of 'institutionalized sex inequality ' (MacKinnon 2011, 273) . On the opposite side, a composite of subjects broadly grouped under the label of 'sex radical feminists' or 'pro-sex feminists' consider that sex can be voluntarily, freely, and legitimately performed and exchanged for money, amounting to a form of labour whose morality is simultaneously claimed and signalled through the etymological shift from 'prostitution' to 'sex work' (see for example Chapkis 1997; Agustín 2007; Weitzer 2010) .
In Italy, this debate entered the public arena in the early 1980s, after two women who worked as street sex workers -Carla Corso and Pia Covre -denounced the abuses that they experienced and witnessed while working close to the US military base of Aviano (Corso 1991, 173) . The birth of the Comitato per i Diritti Civili delle Prostitute was accompanied by an early engagement with feminists, 11 in a conversation on the intersection of sexuality, freedom and the market that continues into the present. 12 The Committee's manifesto (1983) opened with the statement that 'we live in a society in which the right to free sexuality is constantly denied', and concluded with the request for 'the right to use and manage our bodies as we wish, in the factory as in the street, as women, mothers, sisters, wives, artists, AND CITIZENS OF THE ITALIAN REPUBLIC.' The importance of overcoming reductionist dichotomies that juxtapose sexual oppression and sexual liberation, victimhood and empowerment, coercion and freedom, constitutes the background of the contributions by Gribaldo, Zambelli, Tagliavia, and Mainardi to this special issue. Women's agency, in fact, unfolds within a contemporary context deeply moulded by the neoliberal urge to turn everything we own, including our bodies, into commodities. With the concept of 'erotic capital', for example, Catherine Hakim (2011) invites women to think of their sexuality as a socioeconomic asset, based on the assumption that what she labels as the natural 'male sex deficit' puts them perennially in search of sex and therefore more likely to pay for it.
Gendered subjectivities in neoliberal times
Processes of economic and cultural globalisation, the expansion of education, and changes in the labour market have created new possibilities for women's expression and action. Simultaneously, girls and women have become the object of increasing attention from media and public discourse. These processes lead to new forms of governmentality (Foucault 1976 ). In the context of this special issue, the concept of postfeminism allows us to think more broadly about how social transformation processes intertwine with gender relations. However, the debate around the concept -both inside and outside academia -is complex, as partly mirrored here in how contributors nuance its discussion differently.
Postfeminism has been used to mark a generational discontinuity with other forms of feminism and to define the birth of a new feminism, that of the so-called 'third wave' (Genz 2006) , which embraces 'femininity/sexuality as an expression of female agency and self-determination' (Genz and Brabon 2009, 12) . It is nonetheless difficult to classify univocally what it is that constitutes the 'new'. Indeed, contemporary research highlights rather the connections and continuities between these most recent feminisms and 'second-wave' feminism (Magaraggia et al 2005, Magaraggia and Vingelli 2015) . Furthermore, other scholars agree in defining 'postfeminism' as something more complex and not reducible to a phase or a discourse within feminisms.
Postfeminism is also used to describe a context in which key objectives of second-wave feminism have been selectively incorporated, revised and depoliticised, mainly through their translation into an individualistic discourse. Through ideas of emancipation, freedom and choice, women are actually re-placed within rigid gender categories. The control to which women would be subjected is no longer framed as an obligation, but rather as a choice. In this vein, postfeminism is linked to the concept of backlash. Susan Faludi's analysis of American mainstream culture (1991) revealed the ways in which it promotes a demeaning and stereotypical image of femininity, producing a subject, 'woman', recognisable through the categories of consumer and commodity. She argued, therefore, that this rhetorical device constitutes a counterattack on feminism. By trivialising and ridiculing feminist claims, this backlash not only excluded them from media and public discourses but also considered feminist struggles to be the very cause of the failure of female empowerment (Mascat 2012) . Through the depoliticisation of the relationships between women, new forms of sexism were justified and reproduced. Thus, the concept of backlash entered the language of gender and feminist studies to describe the spread of new forms of sexism supported by a 'girl power' that was commodified, and which rejected the claims pursued by feminist movements in previous decades.
Angela McRobbie (2007) has complicated the notion of backlash. In particular, she questions the process by which a feminist political discourse has been co-opted and absorbed by the neoliberal agenda, where concepts such as choice, voice and empowerment have been emptied of their political dimension and reduced so as to be in harmony with a neoliberal vision of the subject. McRobbie argues that the media and popular culture have incorporated some feminist claims by turning them into an individualised form of the self; thus, feminism as a collective ethos and movement is considered no longer necessary. In order for women and girls to be free and achieve their goals they must, somehow, be 'post-feminist'. In this scenario, McRobbie describes the existence of a new sexual contract that proposes, in particular to young women, a certain level of freedom based on their access to consumer culture. At the same time, this contract requires power relations based on gender, race and class to remain invisible and therefore unquestionable. Nevertheless, while structural inequalities are far from disappearing, they are more complicated to unravel because they are increasingly intertwined with the notion of individual choice which, following a Foucauldian understanding of power, requires a more active participation of the subject in her/his own regulation.
The relationship between gender and the neoliberal system has long been at the centre of feminist reflection, which not only dismantled the alleged neutrality of power relations engendered by neoliberalism (Morini 2010) , but also investigated the ways in which neoliberalism used feminist emancipatory demands to nurture capitalist accumulation (Fraser 2009; . In sum, it is possible that neoliberalism is always gendered, and women and girls represent its ideal subjects (Gill 2008, 443) . 13 In his examination of the Italian context, Federico Zappino (2016) adds a further element of ambivalence; namely, the intertwining of new possibilities of choice and diversity for multiple subjectivities with renewed conservative values linked to sexuality and family -for instance, the presence in Italy of the Catholic 'anti-gender' movement (Bellé, Peroni and Rapetti 2016). 14 In recent years, in fact, the public sphere has been traversed by recurrent waves of anxieties over the increasingly visible disjunction between sex, gender and reproduction, manifested inter alia in the strong objections in parliament and in the streets to the recognition of reproductive and child rearing models other than the heterosexual nuclear couple. 15 After several failed attempts, in 2016 Italy finally endorsed a law legalising same-sex unions (Povoledo 2016 ) -also acting in response to the European Court of Human Rights' condemnation of Italy for having until then failed to do so (Crispian 2015) . Although scholarship debating this lengthy process and its as-yet unsatisfactory outcome is flourishing, 16 in this special issue the contributions by Voli and Cossutta will focus instead on how the unsettling of the gender binary and the increasing visibility of alternative forms of parenting and families interrogate the relationship between the body, reproduction, and 'nature'.
Outline
With different academic backgrounds and trajectories, all the contributors to this issue bring a fresh interdisciplinary gaze to the subjects they discuss. The special issue is opened by Andrea Hajek, whose commentary 'Je ne suis pas Catherine Deneuve. Reflections on contemporary debates about sexual self-determination in Italy' explores the specificities of the Italian context within the broader international debates on gender, power and feminisms fuelled by the 'Weinstein scandal'.
The contributions of Alessandra Gribaldo and Elena Zambelli both discuss the agency of Italian and migrant women through an intersectional analysis of power. Gribaldo analyses mainstream discourses of gender and sexuality, focusing on the sexual scandals surrounding the former prime minister Berlusconi in the years preceding his (temporary) exit from the political stage. The article discusses the convergence of notions of women's self-determination with a neoliberal and postfeminist urge for women to capitalise on their heterosexual desirability. The erotic and sexual work done by the women involved in the scandals is discussed as the epitome of the broader post-Fordist transformation of work, and the gendered and racialised tropes shaping both the then premier's sexual desire and the opposition to his rule are linked to Italy's unresolved colonial past.
Next, Zambelli discusses how the meanings of women's sexuality are shaped at the intersection between the national imagination, postcolonial legacies, and the contemporary sexualisation of culture and trade. Drawing on ethnographic research among women who worked in different niches of the entertainment and sex markets, the article traces the gendered and racialised male gaze under which women negotiate their agency back to the othering processes which underpinned the establishment of Italy as a nation state and an empire. It also shows how, ambivalently, women might experience the racialisation of their sexuality not only as a painful marker of their otherness, but also as a recognition of the social and economic value of their heterosexual desirability.
The articles by Francesca Martinez Tagliavia and Arianna Mainardi discuss young women's agency and gender performance in a context characterised by the value of their embodiment of heterosexual desirability, fuelled by postfeminist notions of women's freedom and choice, and the stigma surrounding women who actually display sexuality for pleasure and/or for work. Tagliavia's article explores the realm of visuality as a space of contention, where gender relations are continuously negotiated among subjects at the level of their everyday social relations. She does so by exploring the figure of the velina -a central female character in the Italian discussion on media, sexuality and politics -starting from the in-depth interviews she undertook with a young woman who played this role in the past. Refusing to discuss the velina as a merely passive subject in an unequal sexual-economic exchange, the author discusses the ambivalent tensions in which female workers of the entertainment industry are immersed. Hence, on the one hand the article reveals the gender norms implied in the role of velina, and on the other it uses the concept of 'infrapolitics' to unpack the subtle forms of resistance at her disposal to challenge sexual and economic domination.
Mainardi's article draws on her sociological research into the digital practices of young Italian women on social network sites, and specifically on Facebook. Against the background of the contemporary transnational debate on sexualisation and on girls' online sexuality, the article explores how young women navigate online spaces where their visual self-representation is both a means to assert their identity and agency, and a source of concern and stigma. The author discusses the norms reproduced through discourses by the young women interviewed, which juxtapose 'good' and 'bad' girls based on their online display of sexuality, within a cultural context that contradictorily invites girls to 'be sexy' but 'not sexual'. By giving voice to young women themselves, Mainardi makes an important contribution to research on sexuality and sexualisation in contemporary Italy.
The articles by Stefania Voli and Carlotta Cossutta centre on different ways in which the meanings of the human body and experiences of gendered embodiment continue to be the object of intersecting medical and legal disciplinary discourses and technologies. Voli explores the trans experience in contemporary Italy through the lens of their access to citizenship. Starting from an historical analysis of the parliamentary debate that led to the endorsement of the law on the Rectification of Sex-Attribution (Law 164/1982), the article explores the meaning of the legalisation of gender reassignment for the reproduction of, or challenge to, the sex/gender binary, foregrounding the paradox whereby trans people's recognition as citizens of the polis relies on their accepting to be legally defined as pathological subjects.
Cossutta, finally, discusses the contemporary feminist debate on the practice of surrogacy in the context of the law on medically assisted reproduction (Law 40/2004 ) and on civil partnerships (Law 76/2016). The article reviews leading Italian feminist intellectuals' objections to surrogacy, which revolve around the symbolic value of the mother-and-child dyad. Subsequently, it discusses how the '"invention" of motherhood' in Western Europe, at the end of the seventeenth century, served the mutually reinforcing agendas of the rising nation states and capitalist modes of production. Drawing on the philosophical thought of Angela Putino, the author argues that considering parental social bonds as unquestionable lends support to the reproduction of a heteronorm that excludes diverse kinds of parenting relationships.
